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ABSTRACT  
The aims of the study are to understand indicators and the scope of theoretical models adopted to describe athletes’ 
resilience, as well as to analyze their impact on investigations about this resilience. A search for original academic 
publications within a 10-year period was conducted in the PubMed / Medline, Web of Science, Taylor and Francis, 
Lilacs, Scopus, Human Kinects, and Science Direct databases. Articles were analyzed based on their methodological 
characteristics and citation network analysis. In total, 47 articles were identified, the most referenced of which was 
Fletcher and Sarkar (2012), followed by Galli and Vealey (2008). The Grounded Theory of Psychological Resilience 
and Optimal Sport Performance by Fletcher and Sarkar (2012) seems to best encompass the basic theoretical 
elementary aspects to better understand athletes’ resilience. In conclusion, the sport resilience is an on-going dynamic 
process based on psychological individual characteristics and interactions the athlete with the environment. 
Keywords: Resilient characteristics, Psychological training, Mental health, Psychological wellbeing, Positive 
adaptation. 
RESUMEN  
Los objetivos del estudio son buscar los indicadores y el alcance de los modelos teóricos adoptados para describir la 
resiliencia de los atletas y analizar el impacto en las investigaciones sobre la resiliencia. Se realizaron búsquedas en 
publicaciones académicas originales durante un período de 10 años en las bases de datos PubMed / Medline, Web of 
Science, Taylor and Francis, Lilacs, Scopus, Human Kinects y Science Direct. Los artículos fueron analizados en 
función de sus características metodológicas y análisis de la red de citas. En total, se identificaron 47 artículos, de 
los cuales los más mencionados fueron Fletcher y Sarkar (2012) y Galli y Vealey (2008). La teoría fundamentada de 
la resistencia psicológica y el rendimiento deportivo ideal, Fletcher y Sarkar (2012) parece cubrir mejor los aspectos 
elementales teóricos básicos para comprender la resistencia deportiva. En conclusión, la resiliencia deportiva es un 
proceso dinámico continuo, basado en las características psicológicas individuales y las interacciones del atleta con 
el medio ambiente. 
Palabras clave: Características resilientes, entrenamiento psicológico, salud mental, bienestar psicológico, 
adaptación positiva. 
Cita: Bicalho, C.C.F.; Melo, G.F.; Noce, F. (2020). Resilience of athletes: a systematic review based 
on a citation network analysis. Cuadernos de Psicología del Deporte, 20(3), 26-40 










Os objetivos do estudo são buscar os indicadores e o escopo dos modelos teóricos adotados para descrever a 
resiliência dos atletas e analisar o impacto nas investigações sobre resiliência. Publicações acadêmicas originais 
foram buscadas dentro de um período de 10 anos nas bases de dados PubMed / Medline, Web of Science, Taylor e 
Francis, Lilacs, Scopus, Human Kinects e Science Direct. Os artigos foram analisados com base em suas 
características metodológicas e análise da rede de citações. No total, foram identificados 47 artigos, dos quais os mais 
referenciados foram Fletcher e Sarkar (2012) e Galli e Vealey (2008). A Teoria Fundamentada da Resiliência 
Psicológica e do Desempenho Esportivo Ideal, Fletcher e Sarkar (2012) parece melhor abranger os aspectos 
elementares teóricos básicos para entender a resiliência esportiva. Concluindo, a resiliência esportiva é um processo 
dinâmico contínuo, baseado nas características psicológicas individuais e nas interações do atleta com o meio 
ambiente. 




According to the concept by Richardson et al. (1990), 
resilience is a psychological reintegration process 
based on the ability to learn new skills from stressful 
experiences and from the perspective of enhancing 
skills to cope with further stressful events in life. This 
construct is culturally and contextually dependent on 
socio-environmental factors (Luthar&Cicchetti, 2000, 
Luthar, Cicchetti& Becker, 2000, Morgan, Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2013) or on events faced throughout life. 
According to Masten (2001), stressful community 
events become active agents to create resilient 
individuals. 
Athletes seem to experience the nature of their stress 
differently from non-athletes (Wagstaff et al., 2016); 
moreover, former athletes are often more resilient, 
have better general health, lesser anxiety, and deal 
with emotional aspects better than non-athletes 
(Barley et al., 2012). Based on Fletcher and Sarkar 
(2012), athletes are more prepared to deal with stressor 
events, and this factor opens space for resilience 
development. According to these authors, athletes face 
difficult situations in order to improve their 
performance, different from individuals who need to 
show resilient skills in order to maintain normal 
functional levels after experiencing stressful 
situations.  
According to Pedro and Veloso (2018), athletes’ 
resilience "unveils" personal skills that protect 
individuals from the negative effects of stressful 
events. These skills allow athletes to have better and 
easier adaptation to negative or stressful 
circumstances often experienced in 
environment/individual interaction events. Studies 
have shown that resilience can also contribute to 
athletes’ psychological well-being and to reducing 
psychological distress (Hosseini & Besharat,2010; 
Nezhad & Besharat, 2010). 
Some theoretical models have been elaborated to 
explain athletes’ resilience skills, taking into account 
specificities of sports environments. Based on Galli 
and Vealey (2008), the process to become resilient is 
related to exposure to adversities and to the strong 
influence of difficult episodes in the lives of athletes. 
Adversities are herein understood as stressor injuries, 
burnout, and career transitions that have the power to 
influence athletes’ behavior. However, it is important 
to highlight that despite many unpleasant feelings and 
difficult circumstances experienced by athletes, they 
benefit from coping with their adversities. 
According to the Conceptual Model of Resilience by 
Galli and Vealey (2008), resilience is the consequence 
of agitation states caused by athletes’ exposure to 
stressors managed by sociocultural influences and 
personal resources. Based on this model, the 
reintegration of athletes after an adverse event leads to 
positive responses and contributes to enhanced 
resilience skills; in other words, resilience goes 
beyond the athlete trait, it involves environmental 
influences, as well as inner adaptation processes. 
However, the authors do not explain how the 
reintegration process contributing to the development 
of resilience skills in athletes occurs in practice. 
Later, Fletcher and Sarkar (2012) introduced the 
Grounded Theory of Psychological Resilience and 
Optimal Sport Performance, which states that 
resilience development depends on stressors, 
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cognitive evaluation, meta-cognition, and personality. 
It is composed of five main psychological protection 
factors linked to the potential negative effect of 
stressors, namely: positive personality, motivation, 
confidence, focus, and perceived social support, which 
influence the way the athletes face challenges and their 
meta-cognition. These processes make it easier to 
achieve responses that precede optimal sport 
performance. The ability of athletes to interpret their 
emotions and make effective decisions is a key 
element to achieve better results and athletes move on 
from what has happened and highly commit to tasks. 
This model appears to provide a complementary 
perspective and explains some gaps presented in 
previous studies 
Observing the advances in the literature on resilience 
in athletes, the need arises to evaluate which of these 
theoretical structures guides the research. In high 
performance sports modalities athletes are subjected to 
physical and mental stress due to the demand for good 
physical performance in training sessions and for 
success in competitions. Actually, the most resilient 
athletes seem to be better prepared to overcome 
challenges and stress in the sports environment, a fact 
that increases their likelihood of remaining in the 
sports career (Cevadaet al., 2012; Hosseini & 
Besharat, 2010). Studies have also shown that 
resilience is the key skill for athletes to be successful 
in sports (Holt &Dunn, 2004; Hosseini & Besharat, 
2010; Meggs et al., 2016; Mills et al, 2012; Van 
Yperen, 2009). Gucciardi et al (2011), Sarkar and 
Fletcher (2013), Wagstaff et al. (2016) have advocated 
for in-depth knowledge about resilience in the sports 
context. 
Some relevant questions should be answered, such as: 
What is the best way to understand the impact of 
resilience on athletes’ performance if one takes into 
consideration all differences between the introduced 
theoretical models? Are these models truly guiding the 
field of resilience in athletes?  How have these studies 
been conducted recently? Therefore, it is of great 
importance to investigate the main theoretical models 
used in sport resilience, and how these models have 
shaped subsequent citation structure, as shown in other 
studies (Gustafsson,Hancock, Cotê, 2014). 
In order to clarify these questions, a systematic review 
study was conducted. The aims of this review are to 
understand the indicators and scope of the 
aforementioned theoretical models, to analyze the 
prominence and interconnectedness of athletes’ 
resilience research and the frequency of review, and 




The first step of the citation analysis was to identify 
relevant articles. A search was performed in databases 
used in sport science research: PubMed/Medline, Web 
of Science, Taylor and Francis, Lilacs, Scopus, 
Human Kinects, and Science Direct databases 
between 2008 and 2018. In addition, hand searching 
of journals was performed, including: The Sport 
Psychologist, International Journal of Sport 
Psychology, International Journal of Sport & Exercise 
Psychology, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 
Journal of Clinical Sport Psychology, Revista de 
Psicología del Deporte, and Cuadernos de Psicología 
del Deporte.  
The search encompassed articles written in 
Portuguese, English and Spanish, based on the 
following prescriptors: resilience (resiliencia), athletes 
(atletas, desportistas), sport (esporte, deporte). These 
terms could be in the title, in the abstract, or in the 
keywords of the found articles. These words were 
combined using the connective "AND" for example: 
"Resilience AND Athletes"; "Resilience AND 
Athletes AND Sport".  
Inclusion criteria were based on three factors: (a) 
written in English, Portuguese, or Spanish; (b) 
assessed resilience, or other interventions, in high-
performance athletes; (c) published in an indexed 
database and peer reviewed journal between January 
2008 and March 2018. The publication date of the first 
theoretical model focused on resilience in sports- 
namely: the Conceptual Framework of Resilience by 
Galli and Vealey (2008) - and substantiated the 10-
year period established to select publications in this 
field. This period was considered sufficient to comply 
with the main aim of this review, understanding the 
indicators and scope of theoretical models on 
resilience in the sports context.  
Exclusion criteria included (a) annals of and 
supplements on scientific events, (b) position 
statements, reviews, editorials, and instrument-
validation articles, (c) articles based on samples 









composed of non-athlete students, coaches, referees, 
physicians, and entrepreneurs, (d) articles 
investigating mental toughness, beliefs, self-
confidence, personality, and other related subjects, 
and (e) duplicated studies. Studies published in more 
than one of the assessed databases or that did not meet 
the default inclusion criteria were also excluded from 
the review (Figure 1). In total, 144 articles were 
selected (articles identified in the databases n = 125, 
articles found in journals in this scientific field n = 19). 
The second author of this article repeated the search 
ensure that no article suitable for inclusion in the 
review was missed. After applying the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, the final sample comprised 47 
publications. The procedures followed 
recommendations in the PRISMA protocol. 
 
 




The selected articles were organized and numbered in 
ascending order, based on publication year. The 
review was divided into three stages: the first followed 
the descriptive protocol by Sallis, Prochaska and 
Taylor (2000), which was used in other systematic 
reviews (Bicalho & Costa, 2017; Goodger et al. 2007); 
In the second stage, the articles were labeled with a 
number - from one (1) to forty seven (47)– (these 
numbers were recorded in a spreadsheet to create a 
citation matrix); the third stage was based on 
identifying articles listed as a reference in each of the 
selected studies and listing them in the matrix (for 
example, Bruner et al., 2013; Gustafsson, Hancock, 
&Cotê, 2014). In the case that article 1 had referenced 
articles 10, 20, and 30, number “1” would be written 
on line 1, below columns “10”, “20”, and “30” 
(Gustafsson, Hancock, &Cotê, 2014). A complete 
matrix of articles referenced by other authors was 
developed based on this procedure. Articles that had 
not been referenced by other authors were labeled with 
code “0”.  
Quotation structures evaluated in the third stage were 
assessed in UCINET® 6 software (Borgatti, Everett & 
Freeman, 2002), which analyzes the structures of 
relationships between network elements. The graphic 
representation package NETDraw 2.161 (Borgatti, 
2002) of UCINET® 6 depicts the article matrix and 
allows visualization of the relationship between 
elements in the matrix. This software also provides 
centrality indices, which represent the number of times 
an article is quoted or quotes another article in the 
matrix. This process enables the objective comparison 
of articles. 
Network analysis is mainly based on grade-centric 
scores, since they indicate the most central and 
influential role of elements in the network; therefore, 
the most commonly referenced articles in the 
publications composing the network would be 
centralized (Gustafsson, Hancock &Cotê, 2014). 
Network density was calculated by dividing the 
number of existing relationships (RE) by the number 
of possible relationships, and by multiplying the result 
by 100 (D= RE / RP *100), according to the protocol 
of Borgatti, Everett and Johnson (2013). Possible 
relationships were calculated (PR) by multiplying the 
total number of Nodes by the total number of Nodes 
subtracted from 1 [PR=NTN * (NTN -1)]. 
The nature of the study, which was addressed as 
qualitative, quantitative, and mixed, was also included 
in the analysis. New codes were inserted in the 
UCINET®6 software in order to conduct this analysis: 
PubMed/Medline (n=5), Web of 
Science (n=62), Taylor and Francis 
(n=18), Lilacs (n=3), Scopus (n=23), 
Humam Kinects (n=5), and Science 
Direct (n=9)
(n=125)





Number of articles excluded due to duplication
(PubMed/Medline (n=5); Web of Science (n=7); Scopus (n=1); Science Direct 
(n=4), Taylor and Francis (n=9), HumamKinects (n=4), Revista de Psicologíadel 
Deporte (n=10), Cuadernos de Psicologíadel Deporte (n=3)
Total (n=43)
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"1" to codify the qualitative analysis, "2" the 
quantitative analysis, and "3" the mixed analysis (both 
qualitative and quantitative). The nature of the study 
was represented by the color of the Nodes: the blue 
Node corresponded to the qualitative studies, the red 
Node to the quantitative studies, and the yellow Node 




In total, 47 studies on athletes’ resilience were 
selected. Table 1 is based on a descriptive analysis and 
presents information about the selected studies 







Table 1: Summary of the Sample based on Athletes’ Characteristics in Resilience Studies
Characteristic Reference number Sample k (%)
Sample Size
≥25 1,4,6,8,9,14,17,19,20,24,25,27,41,43,44 15 (31.91)
25-50 5,10,11,13,21,22,32,34 08 (17.02)
50-100 18,30,39,42,46 05 (10.63)
101-150 2#,3# ,28,40 04 (8.51)
151-200 15,38,45,47 04 (8.51)
201-250 7,12,23,29,37 05 (10.63)
251-300 -- --
>300 16,26,31,33,35#,36# 06 (12.76)
Sex
Male 9,14,15,22,34,44 06 (12.76)
Female 8,19,24,28,42 05 (10.63)
Combined 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,10,11,12,13,16,17,18,20,21,23,25,26,27,29,30,31,32,33,35,36,37,38,39,40,41,43,45,46,47 36 (76.59)
Age, in years
14-16 19,21*,26,27,32*,34,39,42,45, 09 (13.84)
17–19 11,13,15*,16,21*,25*,28,30,32*,35*,36*,38,41 13 (20.00)
20-23 2#,3#,7,9*,15*,17,20,22,23,24,29,31,32*,33, 35*,36*,37,40,47 19 (29.23)
24-27 1,5,9*,10,15*,25*,32*,35*,36*,46 10 (15.38)
>27 6,9*,12,15*,18,32*,35*,36* 08 (12.30)
Unidentified 4,8,14,32*,43,44 06 (9.23)
Sport Characteristic
Team 8,9,13,14,18,28,42,47 08 (17.02)
Individual 4,11,17,19,20,21,24,27,34, 35,36,39,40,41,43,44,46 17 (36.17)
Combined 1,2#,3#,5,6,7,10,12,15,16,22,23,25,26,29,30,31,32,33,37,38,45 22 (46.80)
Design
Cross-sectional 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,22,23,26,27,28,29,31,32,33,34, 35,36,38,40,42,43,45,46,47 38 (80.85)
Longitudinal 10,21,24,25,30,37,39,41,44 09 (19.14)
Quantitative 2#,3#,5,7,11,12,13,15,16,18,22,23,26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34, 35,36,37,38,39,40,42,45,46,47 31 (65.95)
Qualitative 1,4,6,8,9,10,14,17,19,20,21,25,43,44 14 (29.78)
Mixed 24,41 02 (4.25)









Note. K= number of sampled populations. #Studies presenting data of the same independent samples 
Reference numbers of resilience studies: 1=Galli&Vealey (2008); 2=Hosseini&Besharat (2010); 3=Nezhad&Besharat (2010); 4=Sanches& 
Rubio (2011); 5=Cevada et al. (2012); 6=Fletcher & Sarkar (2012); 7=Galli& Reel (2012); 8=Fontes&Brandão (2013); 9=Machida, Irwin 
&Feltz (2013); 10= Morgan, Fletcher & Sarkar (2013); 11=García, Vallarino& Montero (2014); 12=Cardoso &Sacomori (2014); 13=Belem, 
Caruzzo,Nascimento Junior et al (2014); 14=Morgan, Fletcher & Sarkar (2015); 15= Boghrabadi, Arabameri& Sheikh (2015); 16=Gillham, 
Gillham& Hansen (2015); 17=Howells & Fletcher (2015);18=Martin et al. (2015);19=White & Bennie (2015); 20= Brown, Lafferty &Triggs 
(2015); 21=Cox et al. (2016); 22=Cuberos et al. (2016); 23=Lu et al. (2016); 24=Gabana (2016); 25=Gonzalez, Detling&Galli (2016); 
26=Nicholl, Morley& Perry (2016); 27=Pedro (2016); 28=Tutte&Reche (2016); 29=Garcia-Secades et al. (2016); 30=Ueno& Suzuki (2016); 
31=Bingol&Bayansalduz(2016); 32= Sánchez et al. (2016); 33=Laborde, Guill& Mosley (2016); 34= Meggs et al. (2016); 35= Cowden, 
Meyer-Weitz & Asante (2016); 36= Cowden & Meyer-Weitz (2016); 37= García-Secades, et al. (2017); 38=Ueno&Oshio (2017); 39= Juarros 
et al (2018); 40=Ortega et al. (2017); 41=Deen, Turner, & Wong (2017); 42= Prats, Ortega, & González (2017); 43=Timm et al. (2017); 
44=Fasczewski & Gill (2017); 45=Pedro e Veloso (2018); 46=Reche et al. (2018); 47=Ortega, Fernández &Extremera (2018 
 
Characteristics of the Sample of Athletes’ in 
Resilience Studies 
Researchers often work with samples that include less 
than 25 athletes (31.91%) of both sexes (76.59%). The 
majority focus on athletes in the age group 17-23 
years, whose careers are in ascension or at their peak 
(29.23%). Few studies included athletes older than 27 
years, which is often the final stage of their career 
(12.30%).  
Studies with samples based on mixed modalities 
(collective and individual sports) accounted for 
46.80% of the total of the analyzed research. Studies 
with samples exclusively composed of individual 
sports accounted for 36.17% of the total number and 
collective sports accounted for 17.02% of the total. 
The majority of studies on resilience followed a cross-
sectional design (80.85%) - and longitudinal studies 
accounted for 19.14%. 
Based on their design, research methods adopted in 
studies on athletes’ resilience were 65.95% 
quantitative, 29.78% qualitative, and 4.25% were a 
mix of quantitative and qualitative. The most 
commonly used scale to assess resilience in athletes 
was the CD-RISC (Connor & Davidson, 2003) - 25 
and 10-item versions -, which was applied in 24.99% 
of studies focused on assessing athletes’ resilience; 
Table 1 (cont.)
Data Collection
CD-Risc 10 16 01 ( 2.08)
CD-Risc 25 2#,3#,13,15,18,22,23,32,40,42,47 11 (22.91)
Resilience Scale 5,11,12,27,28,29,37,39,45,46 10 (20.83)
Resilience Scale for Adults 35,36 02 (4.16)
Ego Resilience 89 Scale 33 01 (2.08)
Academic Resilience Scale 34 01 (2.08)
Psychological Resilience Scale for
University Athletes
30,38 02 (4.16)
Resistance to Peer Influence Scale 26 01 (2.08)
Post-traumatic growth inventory – PTGI 7 01 (2.08)
Psychological Well-Being Scale 31 01 (2.08)
Focus Group 10* 01 (2.08)
Interview 1,4,6,8,9,10* ,14,19,20,43 10(20.83)
Autobiograp hy Analysis 17 01 (2.08)
Therapy Intervention 21,24,25,41,44 05 (10.41)
Location
Europe 6*,10,20,21,22,26,27,29,31,32,33,34*,37,39,42,45,46,47 18 (35.29)
Oceania 6*,17*19,34* 04 (7.84)
North America 1,7,9,14,16,17*,18,24,25,43,44 11 (21.56)
South America 4,5,8,11,12,13,40 07 (13.72)
Asia 2#,3#,15,23,30,38,41 07 (13.72)
Central America - --
Africa 17*,35,36 03 (5.88)
Unidentified 28 01 (1.96)
Publication Year
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followed by the Resilience Scale (Wagnild& Young, 
1993) (20.83%).  
Interviews were applied in 20.83% of the studies and 
other tools, such as the Ego Resilience Scale (Block 
&Kremen, 1996), the Academic Resilience Scale 
(Martin & Marsh, 2006), the Psychological Resilience 
Scale for University Athletes (Ueno & Shimizu, 
2012), the Resistence Peer Influence Scale (Steinberg 
& Monahan, 2007), the Posttraumatic Growth 
Inventory (Tedeschi& Calhoun,1996), the 
Psychological Well-Being Scale (Lindfors, 
Berntsson& Lundberg, 2006; Ryff& Keyes, 1995), 
and the Resilience Scale for Adults (Friborget al., 
2003) were less frequently used in the studies (less 
than 4%). Approximately 10% of studies in this field 
applied interventional therapies to identify or develop 
resilience in athletes. 
Europe accounts for the largest number of publications 
(35.29%), followed by North America (21.56%), 
South America and Asia (13.72%), Oceania (7.84 %), 
and Africa (5.88%). The largest number of 
publications on athletes’ resilience was recorded 
between 2012 and 2018 (85.10%). This number 
demonstrates how interest in this subject has increased 
in the last 5 years. 
Citation network analysis in athletes’ resilience 
The network of the 47 articles presented 94 
relationships between them. Mean network cohesion 
was 1.95, which is the mean degree of article entry into 
and exit from the network. Connectivity between 
articles in the network reached 5%. Net density rate 
was 4.2%, and this number indicates greater 
dispersion among some articles. Density and 
connectivity were low in comparison to other studies 
(Miranda & Borges, 2019; Gustafsson, Hancock 
&Côté, 2014). The network recorded a fragmentation 
index of 0.942, which was classified as good, since 
this indicates that, despite the absence of an article, 
this network remains consistent. Node 6 (Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2012) presented the most expressive centrality 
degree (59.57%), followed by Node 1 (Galli&Vealey, 
2008) (42.55%) and Node 10 (Morgan, Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2013) (21.27%). Nodes representing articles 
4,8,15,24,26,44 were not connected to other articles in 
the network, they were isolated; therefore, they were 






















Figure 2: Visual representation of the citation analysis of research on athletes’ resilience. Caption: blue node = 
qualitative studies; red node = quantitative study, yellow node = mixed method. Note: The five most referenced 
articles were: #6 Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012 (28 citations); #1 Galli&Vealey, 2008 (19 citations); #10 Morgan, 
Fletcher, & Sarkar, 2013 (12 citations); #2 Hosseini&Besharat, 2010 (9 citations), #11 Garcia, Valarino, & 
Monteiro, 2014 (9 citations). 
 
DISCUSSION 
The main aim of the present study was to understand 
the indicators and scope of theoretical models on 
athletes’ resilience. It is interesting to note that articles 
focused on developing models to assess resilience in 
the sports context ranked in first and second positions 
(Galli&Vealley, 2008 Node1; Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012 
Node 6). This prominence indicates that the theoretical 
models produced by sport psychology are the most 
common in the published research studies on 
resilience in athletes. 
Although the Conceptual Model of Resilience, by 
Galli and Vealey (2008), was a pioneering theory in 
sports psychology, it received criticism for 
disregarding the reflexive process of athletes. In 
addition, for some authors, the theory confuses the 
resilience reintegration process and coping strategies. 
According to Fletcher and Sarkar (2012), in the 
Conceptual Model of Sports Resilience athletes’ 
coping strategies are biased, since this model assesses 
adverse situations as if they were actual problems 
rather than challenges; it does not take into 
consideration the athletes themselves to evaluate their 
own thoughts or the role played by emotions in the 
reintegration process. 
The Grounded Theory of Psychological Resilience 
and Optimal Performance for Sport (Fletcher & 
Sarkar, 2012) ensures that psychological resilience is 
therefore represented as a comprehensive concept that 
encapsulates stressors, cognitive assessment and 
metacognitions, psychological factors (positive 
personality, motivation , trust, focus, perceived social 
support), and facilitating responses. This model was 
better accepted by sports psychology researchers 
focused on understanding athletes' resilience, and was 
the study that registered the greatest centrality of the 
network. Furthermore, there is dominance of this 
model in the interpretation of the athlete's resilient 
behavior, since 85% of the studies are published after 
the year 2012 and more than 60% cite this study.  
However, it is worth mentioning that resilience studies 
are still very recent. With respect to this field of study, 
there is still much to be explored and understood in the 
relationship of this construct with the sports 
performance and mental health of athletes. First, 
Bryan et al. (2018) defend the idea that, in addition to 
taking into account the adverse situations proposed in 
the model by Fletcher and Sarkar (2012), it is 
necessary to observe the type and magnitude of the 
effect of these adversities on the development of 
athletes' resilience. However, these statements are 
based on fairly recent data and clinical studies are 
needed to help better understand the interaction of 
stressors in the development of resilience. Second, 
according to Wagstaff et al. (2016), the influence of 
socio-cultural factors and context still needs to be 
further explored in this theoretical model, given its 
importance for the athletes' resilience. 
With respect to the interconnectivity of studies, 
Morgan, Fletcher and Sarkar (2013) occupy the third 
position in the citation network. The authors 
understand the concept of resilience in team sports as 
a dynamic psychosocial process that protects a group 
of individuals from the potential negative effect of the 
stressors that they encounter collectively. It consists of 
processes by which team members use their individual 
and collective resources to adapt positively in the face 
of adversity. Overall, this definition suggests that the 
team's resilience characteristics are integrated into the 
dynamic psychosocial process considering five related 
characteristics, namely: transformational leadership, 
group structure, domain approaches, social capital, 
and collective effectiveness. 
These new elements introduced by Morgan, Fletcher 
and Sarkar (2013) allowed better understanding of 
resilience features in collective sports and opened a 
new discussion about individual and collective sports 
(ChacónCuberos, Castro-Sanchez, Espejo-Garcés, et 
al., 2016; Morgan, Fletcher & Sarkar, 2015; Prats, 
Zuita-Ortega, & González, 2017). More recent studies 
have shown that athletes with higher resilience have 
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better chances of achieving good results when exposed 
to adverse situations (Machida, Irwin &Feltx, 2013; 
Sánchez et al., 2016).   
Some studies of the citation network sought to 
understand the relationship of resilience with other 
psychological constructs. It was observed that these 
studies are recent, the majority published in the last 5 
years, and, yet, they are already influential in the 
literature of sport psychology. For example, athletes 
have individual components that help them deal with 
adverse situations in a positive way, observed in 
characteristics such as positivity, competitiveness, 
commitment, maturity, persistence, and passion for 
sport, among other components (Brown, Lafferty 
&Triggs, 2015; Pedro, 2016; Sarkar & Fletcher, 
2014). Through these studies it is possible to state that 
motivation and focus on sporting achievements 
contribute to withstanding adverse situations and 
maintaining positive results, even in stressful 
situations. 
The literature provides some directions, stating that 
more experienced athletes tend to be more resilient. 
Reche et al. (2018) found higher resilience scores in 
senior fencers; it is assumed that athletes’commitment 
and dedication have a stronger influence on resilience 
skills than age or sports category (Tutte&Reche, 
2016). However, research on the relationship between 
maturity and resilience remains inconclusive, 
advocating for the hypothesis that the environmental 
component is an independent variable that influences 
athletes’ maturational development and, consequently, 
their resilience skills. 
Among the studies in the citation network, those with 
samples of Parathletes demonstrate that these athletes 
seem to experience different resilience processes from 
other groups of athletes, and these processes should be 
better investigated (Cardoso & Sacomori, 2014; 
Fasczewski& Gill, 2017; Martin et al., 2015). 
Disabled athletes face many environmental (e.g. 
transportation, accessibility) and social barriers (e.g. 
prejudice and stigmatization) that have a negative 
influence on satisfaction with life. According to 
Martin et al. (2015), engagement of disabled 
individuals in sports can influence more active 
participation of other individuals; moreover, it can 
contribute to resilience development, as well as to 
better self-esteem and personal satisfaction with life. 
Nevertheless, paralympic sports are little studied; 
therefore, this field requires further investigations, 
since it is essential to understand the effects of 
resilience on parathletes’ performance and quality of 
life. 
Social support from coaches seems to be a variable 
capable of influencing the resilience profile of athletes 
(Gillham, Gillham& Hansen, 2015; Lu et al., 2016; 
Pedro &Veloso, 2018), as resilient athletes appear to 
be influenced by their peers (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012; 
Machida, Irwin &Feltz, 2013; Nicholls, Morley & 
Perry, 2016). These studies demonstrated that the 
athlete's resilience is associated with the feeling and 
perception of support for coaches 'autonomy, 
motivational guidance, and the coaches' ability to 
promote a team mentality. There is still much to be 
investigated about the influence of the trainer-athlete 
relationship and its impact on the development of 
athletes' resilience throughout their careers. 
Understanding the development of resilience in female 
and male athletes is still unclear. Overall, studies 
focused on analyzing resilience in female and male 
athletes and did not identify differences between sexes 
(Bingol&Bayansalduz, 2016, Boghrabadi, 
Arabameri& Sheikh, 2015, Hosseni and Besharat, 
2010). However, Galli and Reel (2012) observed that 
female athletes reported greater spiritual change and 
ability to relate to others than male athletes. Ortega et 
al. (2017) found that men can be more confident in 
their physical skills under higher motivational 
pressure, gaining more satisfaction from the task to be 
accomplished and, therefore, demonstrating more 
resilience than women. Nevertheless, the analyses 
carried out so far about athletes’performance are not 
sufficiently accurate to address resilience behavior 
based on sex. 
Another important perspective of studies on resilience 
in athletes is the relationship with sports performance. 
This was perceived in the citations network analysis in 
the study of Hosseini and Besharat (2010), as the 
authors presented the greatest impact in European and 
South American studies. Based on the results, there is 
a positive correlation between resilience, sports 
performance, and psychological well-being, as well as 
a negative correlation between resilience and 
psychological distress; in addition, resilience may be 
associated with changes in athletic performance.  









The hypothesis raised by Hosseini and Besharat 
(2010) is that levels of resilience are related to the 
increase in the levels of personal consistency, and 
reinforcement of personal consistency is related to the 
greater probability of achieving better sporting 
achievements and improvement in mental health. In 
the same way, Cevada et al. (2012) showed that more 
resilient athletes are better prepared to overcome the 
challenges and stress of sporting environments, a fact 
that increases the probability of having a successful 
career in sport 
Based on the present literature review, quantitative 
studies recorded the greatest representativeness. 
However, qualitative studies could indicate more 
precise responses of athletes’ resilience behaviors 
until a specific tool for this sports’ construct is 
established. In addition, the lack of validated 
quantitative tools for sports makes it difficult to 
compare resilience between published studies, as well 
as between studies that relate resilience to other 
physiological variables such as cortisol use (Meggs, et 
al., 2016), burnout (Lu et al., 2016; Reche, 
Tutte&Ortín, 2014; Tutte&Reche, 2016; Ueno & 
Suzuki, 2016), stress (García-Secades et al., 2017; 
Juarroset al., 2018; Lu et al., 2016; Meggset al., 2016), 
optimism (Reche, Tutte&Ortín, 2014; Recheet al., 
2018; Tutte&Reche, 2016), anxiety (Cevadaet al., 
2012; Ortega et al., 2018), well-being, and quality of 
life (Nezhad&Besharat 2010; Cevadaet al., 2012; 
White & Bennie, 2015). Interestingly, investigations 
of athletes’resilience are recent and there is no reliable 
quantitative tool in the literature to assess them. 
This study has limitations to be considered. The study 
focused on two theoretical models published on 
resilience in athletes in the sport psychology literature, 
not covering the general psychology models. 
However, the sport resilience theory models were 
developed under the pillars of psychology theory (ex. 
Richardson, 1990; Rutter, 1987; 2000). In addition, 
studies that used this method also point out that the 
citation method is influenced by the year of 
publication of the article (Gustafsson et al. 2014), 
older articles have a greater likelihood of being cited 
as they have existed for longer than newer articles. 
Therefore, caution is recommended when interpreting 
the citation results. The results presented in this article 
provide an image that complements previous analyzes 
on sports resilience; this is a detailed analysis of the 
understanding of this construct in relation to athletes 
(Bryan, O'Shea and MacIntyre, 2017, Wagstaff et al. 
2016). 
CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, the most influential model explaining 
sport resilience is Grounded Theory of Psychological 
Resilience and Optimal Sport Performance (Fletcher 
& Sarkar, 2012) seems to encompass the elementary 
theoretical aspects to understand resilience in high-
performance athletes to date. Based on the literature, 
resilience is an on-going dynamic process based on 
individual characteristics and on interactions with the 
environment. 
Examining the results of the citation network analysis, 
its noted that sport resilience research demonstrated an 
appropriate amount of connectivity between articles 
and researchers. Within the network, a typical and 
highly cited article was quantitative, male and female 
athletes combined. Studies on resilience in sport are 
recent and have sought to understand the construct by 
observing the specific characteristics of sport and 
athletes. Additionally, the most cited papers were 
conducted by European researchers; however, 
researchers from North American, South American 
and Asia appear to be getting more attention recently. 
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